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Introduction  

The paper is divided into two equally weighted sections. Section A offers students a choice 
of a Shakespeare play (Measure for Measure, The Taming of the Shrew, Hamlet, King Lear). 
In Section B students choose from one of three prescribed anthologies (Metaphysical Poetry 
edited by Colin Burrow, English Romantic Verse edited by David Wright and The New Oxford 
Book of Victorian Verse edited by Christopher Ricks).  

In Section A, candidates are invited to explore a statement about the play and consider 
contextual factors in their response. For the poetry questions, candidates are presented 
with one poem from their collection and are asked to choose an additional poem with which 
to explore the question and consider relevant contextual factors. Although the entry for this 
series was low, it was evident that candidates at all levels were capable of engaging with 
their chosen texts at least on some level and that centres continue to prepare students for 
the exam in a way that enables many of them to access the higher attainment strands. 
Indeed, a significant proportion of responses were very impressive, demonstrating analytical 
insight, sophistication, a genuine ability to construct, express and support an argument and 
a range of understanding relating to critical approaches and contexts. Relatively few 
candidates seemed to have difficulties with timing and only one failed to attempt both 
sections of the paper.  

Section A: Shakespeare  

At all levels, candidates appeared able to make confident comments about meaning in the 
plays, discussing elements of Shakespeare’s craft and, at the higher levels, illustrating their 
points with relevant examples and terminology. Stronger responses were expressed more 
fluently and some candidates demonstrated an impressive level of coherence and flair in 
their expression and analysis.  

Previous reports have emphasized the importance of addressing fully the demands of AO3 
and AO5 and for the most part this advice seemed to have been acted upon. However, as 
might be expected, there was a range of approaches here. Lower achieving candidates 
either bolted on pre-learned ‘chonks’ (chunks of context) and / or critical knowledge 
without due consideration for their relevance to the question, whilst those in the higher 
bands wove their awareness thoughtfully into their discussions, naturally adapting what 
they knew to the terms of the task, as in this example.  



 

 

Elsewhere there was some effective development of ideas relating to the plays in 
performance. Such discussion need not be particularly intricate or involved to do well – it is 
simply appealing because it shows that the candidate has engaged with the text beyond the 
page. As before, it is crucial to be judicious in the use of such examples, that said. Here, a 
candidate does an entirely proficient job of making it clear that King Lear is as at least as 
much a stage work as it is one to be read.   



 

As in previous series, a discriminator of success for questions in this section was the extent 
to which candidates made use of the comment to construct their argument. The quoted 
assertion is intended to stimulate an argument and help the candidates to find an 
interesting catalyst for discussion. It is not always intended to be agreed with!   

Hamlet and King Lear were the most popular choices of texts for this section of the paper, 
with very few candidates attempting the questions on Measure for Measure or The Taming 
of the Shrew.  

For Hamlet, the question on uncertain values was by far the most popular with almost 50% 
of the entire entry attempting it. Candidates were mainly able to focus their arguments on 
issues such as character, the supernatural, action (or lack of it) and other themes such as 
responsibility and fate to generally good purpose. Only a few failed to derive much beyond 
the simply descriptive. The following section shows a candidate presenting an alternative 
critical interpretation in a cogent fashion, specifically referencing the terms of the question. 



 

   

The other Hamlet question asked candidates to consider the significance of setting which is, 
of course a major element of the narrative. It was a shame that so few candidates risked 
approaching it.  

King Lear was only slightly less popular. There was an equal spread of answers to both 
questions 7 (about the ending) and 8 (focusing on Edmund). Most candidates settled in the 
middle attainment bands across the two tasks. Many used the ambiguity of the closing 
scenes of King Lear as broached in the rubric, as a fairly stable launch pad for their analysis 
without perhaps ever ascending the stratosphere. The character-based debate of question 8 
was generally more competently handled in the main. Here, a candidate considers the 
complexity of Edmund’s character in a more thought-provoking fashion: 



   

Section B : Pre-1900 Poetry  

Here too, many candidates dealt well with their texts and seemed confident in their 
exploration of meaning and the poet’s craft. Again, achievement at AO3 and AO5 remains 
an area for development, though it was clear in this series that previous Reports had been 
absorbed and assimilated.  

At the lower levels, candidates acknowledged fewer, more obvious poetic techniques and 
tended towards verse-by-verse recount, though many still demonstrated at least some 
understanding of meaning and effect. Thus, the depth and detail of debate relating to 
technique and the terminology employed were discriminators between the lower and 
higher levels. Candidates need a breadth of literary meta-language and, as ever, should 
deploy it in a relevant and evaluative way as opposed to unadulterated ‘feature-spotting’.  

Candidates obviously need to choose their second poem with discrimination, making sure 
that it will fit the task – some brief amount of time planning a response to ensure that this 
will be the case is likely to be well-spent. In any case, the more poems in the list they know, 
the better the candidates’ choices are likely to be. A few responses ended up flirting with 
the task because they only really had eyes for a second poem they clearly loved.  

Linear comparison of the two poems can work but responses where the argument is 
structured by reference to technique first can often seem less superficial.   



Roughly a third of the candidature answered the Metaphysical poets tasks and here, 
Question 10 on John Donne’s The Apparition was the more popular choice. The rubric had a 
very specific focus on the use of direct address and centres are reminded to ensure that 
students learn to approach tasks of this kind with due technical diligence rather than skirting 
the core of the question. Despite some minor issues of expression, this candidate maintains 
a strong focus on the task: 

  

 

 



Romantic poetry was by far and away the most popular text for Section B, dominated in turn 
by responses to Question 11 on Ode on Melancholy and beauty. In fact nearly two thirds of 
all answers were written about this task. In this example, the candidate blends comments 
on technique with suitable reference, critical perspective and context well.

 

 



Only one candidate opted for Q10 and only one for either of the Victorian poetry tasks. The 
latter was strong and part of it is reproduced here for the purposes of exemplification: 

  



 

Paper Summary  

Future students are offered the following advice:  

• address all the assessment objectives, which are the same across both sections of the 
paper; AO3 (the significance and influence of context; links between text and context) and 
AO5 (different interpretations and alternative readings) are just as important as techniques, 
concepts and shaping of meaning (AO1 and AO2)  

• context covers a whole series of factors – political, social, cultural, historical, intellectual, 
literary, biographical – that influence both the writer and the audience (context of 
production and context of reception)  

• in Section A, look carefully at the starting point assertion (the comment in inverted 
commas) and the injunction which follows it (the actual task you are being set). Make sure 
your answer does not deal with the second part of the question only. Often, the assertion is 
intended to help you with AO5 (“exploring literary texts informed by different 
interpretations”)  

• remember that the play in Section A was written to be performed - consider how the play 
may be interpreted and performed in different productions, as well as how audiences and 
critics respond  

• in Section B, make sure you extend the argument by choosing an appropriate additional 
poem, not just the one you happen to know best from the anthology  

• remember that the texts in Section B are poems and to explore the form and poetic 
techniques used by the writers  

• develop a flexible “toolkit” of technical knowledge that can be applied to drama and 
poetry, along with a range of literary terminology  

Thank you,  

Principal Examiner (IAL English Literature WET04_01)  

January 2021 Grade Boundaries Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be 
found on the website on this link:  

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx  
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